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In this study, I examine the presence of painted representations of statuary in Roman 
garden paintings, through the lens of Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia. Previous 
scholarship concerning painted representations of statuary in wall painting has primarily focused 
on interior architectural schemes, with the monochromatic statues populating garden paintings 
viewed as outliers, due to their perceived failure to adhere to more general trends in painted 
statuary. I broadly examine this phenomenon of illusionistic representations of statuary in 
Roman wall painting, with specific attention to the use of color and the significance of statuary 
within the painted wall scheme. With this in mind, I then apply Foucault’s principles of 
heterotopia to Pompeian garden paintings in a series of case studies, as a means of examining the 
role of statues in the construction of garden space—both physically and conceptually. Through 
an application of Foucault’s idea of heterotopia, I consider how garden paintings and particularly 
their statuary elements reinforced the liminal nature of garden space through a series of temporal 
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In “Des Espace Autres,” Michel Foucault explores the organization and conception of 
space by a society, focusing on non-conventional sites characterized by spatial incompatibility: 
spaces with “the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as 
to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror, or 
reflect.”1 Foucault identifies two types of these spaces, utopia and heterotopia, whose 
fundamental distinction lies in their relationship to reality. Utopia exist as sites with no real 
place; as imagined conceptions of society in a perfected form, they do not exist outside the realm 
of human imagination. Heterotopia on the other hand, are real localized places. They are physical 
manifestations of these counter-sites, which combine naturally incompatible spaces and reveal 
paradoxes. As Foucault suggests in his essay, perhaps the oldest example of a heterotopia is the 
ancient garden, a space rife with contradictions: “The garden is the smallest parcel of the world 
and then it is the totality of the world. The garden has been a sort of happy, universalizing 
heterotopia since the beginnings of antiquity.”2 As a microcosm within the limits of a bounded 
space, Foucault alludes to the paradoxical nature of the ancient garden. 
 
1 Foucault 1984, 3. “Mais ce qui m’intéresse, ce sont, parmi tous ces emplacements, certains d’entre qui ont la 
curieuse propriété d’être en rapport avec tous les autres emplacements, mais sur un mode tel qu’ils suspendent, 
neutralisent ou inversent l’ensemble des rapports qui se trouvent, par eux, désignés, reflétés ou réfléchis. Ces 
espaces, en quelque sorte, qui sont en liaison avec tous les autres, qui contredisent pourtant tous les autres 
emplacements…” Translation by Jay Misckowiec. 
 
2 Foucault 1984, 6. “Le jardin, c’est la plus petite parcelle du monde et puis c’est la totalité du monde. Le jardin, 





Despite its brevity, Foucault’s discussion of gardens as heterotopia provides an 
interesting framework through which to analyze Roman domestic gardens, as well as their 
fictional recreation in illusionistic wall paintings. Although painted garden rooms differ from 
peristyle-gardens in their construction of the built space, painted garden rooms evoke the 
experience of entering an idealized garden space through an added layer of illusion. In their 
subject matter, style, and color, garden paintings reflect the “rich intensity of form, function and 
meaning… with deep spatial ambiguity”3 that characterizes garden spaces more generally. While 
Foucault speaks broadly of the gardens of antiquity, Roman wall paintings imitating gardens 
intensify and call attention to the contradictions already characteristic of garden spaces. Foucault 
explains heterotopia through a discussion of six principles which guide their ‘emplacement’, the 
intentional creation and designation of a site through human agency.4 
The multiplicity of paradoxes found in Roman garden spaces reinforce their 
characterization as heterotopia. Firstly, Roman gardens create spatial and temporal juxtapositions 
through their unnatural combination of elements from contrasting sites. Indeed, Bergmann 
argues that a “hallmark of garden paintings is the deliberate confusion of indoor and outdoor 
realms.”5 In the Roman painted garden, plants from all regions, climates, and seasons bloom 
together: a juxtaposition of vegetation from multiple sites in a single space. For example, in the 
subterranean garden room of the so-called Villa of Livia at Prima Porta, perennial spring flowers 
(periwinkles, irises, poppies, and daisies) bloom alongside the fruits of late autumn (quinces, 
 
3 Johnson 2012, 3. 
 
4 Foucault’s six principles: 1) all cultures produce heterotopia; 2) the functions of heterotopia change over time; 3) 
heterotopia create spatial juxtapositions; 4) heterotopia create temporal juxtapositions; 5) heterotopia have marked 
boundaries with regulated entrances and exclusions; 6) heterotopia have a function in relation to other space. 
 





strawberries, and pomegranates).6 In addition to lacking seasonal consistency, the Prima Porta 
garden paintings depict native Italian species of flora in combination with plants originating from 
across the empire: the indigenous stone-pine mingles with Northern European spruce trees, 
quince and pomegranate trees of Middle Eastern origin, and the cypresses and date palms of the 
Eastern Mediterranean (Figures 1 and 2).7 In this sense, painted gardens adhere to Foucault’s 
third principle of heterotopia: the combination of naturally incompatible sites within a single 
space.8 The painted decoration of Roman garden spaces also conforms to Foucault’s fourth 
principle: heterotopia exhibit a break from traditional time through accumulation, in which all 
time—past, present, and future—combines, creating a sense of time that is indefinite, yet 
instilled with a sense of permanence.9 This effect of timelessness—a near suspension of reality—
is inherently paradoxical to the ephemeral nature of true vegetation. Painted garden rooms 
capture this temporal contradiction, juxtaposing the ephemerality of nature with the permanence 
of their painted, artificial parallels. 
In the introduction to The Archaeology of Garden and Field, Kathryn Gleason 
characterizes gardens as defined by two fundamental actions: cultivating and bounding, that is, 
the act of creating boundaries.10 Likewise, the fifth principle of Foucault’s conception of a 
 
6 Kellum 1994, 221; Young 2015, 21. 
 
7 For an extensive botanical analysis of all 24 species of flora found in the Prima Porta garden room, see Caneva and 
Bohuny (2003). Kuttner (1999, pp. 29) links the great seasonal and regional variation in the species of painted flora 
to the newly available botanical handbooks of the late Republic. The introduction of these handbooks corresponded 
to what Annalisa Marzano terms “botanical imperialism,” the introduction of new species of plants to Rome via 
means of military conquest and territorial expansion (Marzano 2014). 
 
8 Foucault 1984, 6. “L’hétérotopie a le pouvoir de juxtaposer en un seul lieu réel plusieurs espaces, plusieurs 
emplacements qui sont en eux-mêmes incompatibles.” 
 
9 Foucault 1984, 6. “…l’hétérotopie se met à fonctionner à plein lorsque les hommes se trouvent dans une sorte de 
rupture absolue avec leur temps traditionnel.” 
 





heterotopia is the site’s marked separation from conventional space, delineated by distinct 
boundaries which act to both isolate the space and make it penetrable.11 Despite the 
pervasiveness of garden spaces within the Roman domus, boundaries are consistently established 
and reinforced through both architectural elements and painted decoration, which visually mark 
such spaces as conceptually distinct. Frequently the painted decoration reaffirms the boundaries 
already established by the architecture, exemplified by the ubiquity of lattice fencing, trellising, 
and balustrades in garden paintings.12 Even in the most immersive of garden rooms, Roman 
garden paintings consistently employ framing devices to demarcate garden space and emphasize 
its boundaries, highlighting both the tension between human and natural control of the 
environment, as well as the underlying liminal nature of gardens. Moreover, Roman wall 
paintings imitating gardens intensify and call attention to the liminality of garden spaces, and one 
notable element that contributes to this is the presence of statuary. 
In this study, I examine the role painted statuary play in the construction of Roman 
garden space through the lens of Foucault’s heterotopia. I begin my paper with an overview of 
the development, influences, and cultural significance of the Roman hortus, followed by a 
consideration of garden spaces and painted gardens within a domestic context.13 I then address 
the phenomenon of illusionistic representations of statuary in Roman wall painting, with specific 
 
11 “Les hétérotopies supposent toujours un système d’ouverture et de fermeture qui, à la fois, les isole et les rend 
pénétrables.” Foucault (1984), 7. 
 
12 For a chart of the various types of decorative fencing and low walls found in Roman gardens and depicted in 
garden paintings, see Farrar 1998, 33. For examples of lattice fencing, see the subterranean garden room at the Villa 
of Livia at Prima Porta; the peristyle garden in the House of Marine Venus at Pompeii; the House of the Golden 
Bracelet at Pompeii (both oecus 32 and summer triclinium 31). For examples of painted marble balustrades, see the 
peristyle garden in the House of the Arches at Pompeii; the garden room at the Villa of Livia at Prima Porta. 
 
13 For the purposes of this study, I limit my scope largely to gardens and garden paintings from Pompeian houses. I 
use the term “garden space” not only to refer to gardens proper, but also adjacent rooms, with walls open to green 





attention to their color and significance within the painted wall scheme and larger visual 
program. With this in mind, I then return to Foucault’s concept of the garden as heterotopia, 
applying his framework to three sets of Pompeian gardens paintings, examining both how each 
ensemble fits into Foucault’s characterization of heterotopia, as well as the role of statues—both 
physically and conceptually—in the construction of space. I also consider how garden paintings 
and particularly their statuary elements reinforced the garden’s liminal nature and aura of the 
sacred. Far more than mere ornament, Roman wall painting built upon real spaces, introducing 
various strategies of illusion as a means of enhancing and shaping the experience of a space.  
Painted garden rooms combined plants, animals, and statuary from various sites—
mythical and real. They served as a space for the Roman imagination to wander: a liminal zone 
free from the burdens of daily life. As Katherine von Stackelberg puts it, the garden was “not just 
a place, it was an idea of a place, experienced on both a societal and an individual level.”14 It is 
this complex, layered conception of the Roman garden to which we now turn. 
 
II. The Roman Hortus 
Throughout Rome’s history, gardens were an important feature of private domestic life, 
both economically and symbolically. Far from the elaborately decorated and planned gardens of 
the imperial period, the first Roman gardens were vegetable gardens, cultivated for the basic 
need of feeding the household. The earliest and most common Latin term associated with the 
garden is hortus, which scholars have suggested likely derived from the Greek chortos 
(χόρτος).15 As early as the fifth century BCE, a reference to the significance of gardens may be 
found in the Twelve Tables, where horti are mentioned in a section regarding land rights and 
 
14 von Stackelberg 2009, 2. 
 





property inheritance (Table VII).16 The vegetable gardens of early Rome played such an 
important role in the self-sufficiency and sustenance of Roman families that the hortus became 
“enveloped in tradition and ancient lore.”17 The Romans viewed the vegetable garden of Rome’s 
early history as a sign of citizenship and property rights. The hortus also became associated with 
ideas of proper Roman virtue, as demonstrated in the myth of Cincinnatus, whose qualities of 
civic virtue, humility, and modesty were reinforced by his occupation as a small farmer.18 Von 
Stackelberg suggests that Augustus’ creation of public garden spaces may be seen as a form of 
symbolic self-representation as the ideal Roman citizen, the farmer-soldier, for which 
Cincinnatus was the archetype.19 
In addition to these connotations of civic virtue and modesty, the hortus also retained a 
sense of religiosity or sacredness. Indeed, Pliny writes that there was “a certain sense of sanctity 
attached to a garden,”20 borne from a variety of cultural influences. For one, agricultural rituals 
and vegetal deities function prominently in Roman religion, to such an extent that religio, “the 
sense of divine reverence,” comes to characterize garden space.21 In addition to serving as an 
 
16 Farrar 1998, 13. Purcell (2007) explores the evolution in meaning of hortus from heredium, to the more specific 
meaning of vegetable garden. In his discussion of the term hortus, Purcell cites Pliny, NH. 19.49-56: in xii tabulis 
nostrarum nusquam nominator villa, semper in significatione ea hortus, in horti vero heredium. (“in the Twelve 
Tables of our law, the word ‘villa’ is nowhere to be found, but ‘hortus’ is always used with that meaning. What we 
call ‘hortus’ is called ‘heredium’”). Translation from Purcell 2007, 361. 
 
17 Farrar 1998, 12. 
 
18 Purcell 2007, 362. Livy, History, III 26-29 for the myth of Cincinnatus, specifically 26: L. Quinctius trans 
Tiberim, contra eum ipsum locum, ubi nunc navalia sunt, quattuor iugerum colebat agrum, quae prata Quinctia 
vocantur. (“Lucius Quintius, the sole hope of the Roman people, cultivated a farm of four acres, at the other side of 
the Tiber, which are called the Quintian meadows, opposite to the very place where the dock-yard now is”). 
 
19 von Stackelberg 2009, 89. 
 
20 Farrar 1998, 12; Pliny NH, XIX, 19, 50. quam ob rem comitata est et religio quaedam, hortoque et foro tantum 
contra invidentium effascinationes dicari videmus in remedio saturica signa. 
 






appropriate location for augury and ceremonial feasting, garden spaces also provided a space 
within the domus for smaller scale religious worship, namely dedications to the household 
deities, the lares and the penates. This phenomenon is seen in the distribution of lararia in 
domestic contexts at Pompeii: approximately one fifth are found in garden spaces.22 
The deep cultural significance of the garden was further enhanced by the great diversity 
of influences on the development of the Roman garden by the first century BCE, resulting in no 
single ideological association. Drawing from a variety of cultures, Roman designers combined 
the structure of the Greek colonnaded peristyle with the pleasure garden of the Hellenistic East, 
and the large-scale mural paintings of the Roman Second Style with Egyptianizing statuary 
motifs. The development of the hortus from the small vegetable garden of early Rome to the 
architecturally complex and sumptuously ornamented peristyle garden may seem a dramatic 
shift, both physically and conceptually, particularly with the dominance of Republican 
Epicureanism and Stoicism, and Augustus’ later moral legislation. Prior to the Roman period, the 
pleasure garden of Eastern palaces and the Greek colonnaded peristyle conflicted ideologically, 
but Mantha Zarmakoupi suggests that Roman architects consciously combined these two distinct 
architectural forms as a means of neutralizing the contrasting ideologies of excessive luxury and 
the rigid discipline of Greek educational institutions. In this sense, the “corrupting influences” of 
the Hellenistic East were tempered by the formal structure of the peristyle and the religiosity of 
the Roman hortus.23 
The cultural significance of gardens is apparent in the bucolic works of Latin authors 
such as Virgil, whose vivid descriptions of simple yet idealized country living combine pastoral 
 
22 Jashemski 1979, 115; Foss 1997, 217. von Stackelberg 2009, 87.  
 





and agricultural setting with themes of piety, love, and a balance between man and nature. Virgil 
drew from a long literary tradition of bucolic poetry beginning with Hesiod in the eighth century 
BCE. The genre of the pastoral, as it develops in the Hellenistic period, is built around the 
dichotomy between urban and non-urban spaces.24 In his Eclogues, Virgil adopts the same idyllic 
Arcadian landscape used by Theocritus in his Idylls.25 Notably, in the bucolic landscape in which 
the Eclogues is set, Virgil constructs the same heterotopic effect of spatial and temporal 
juxtapositions seen in the garden room at Prima Porta, through the combination of plants from 
diverse regions, climates, and seasons, all blooming simultaneously. An example of this may be 
seen in Corydon’s collection of floral offerings for Alexis: 
Huc ades, O formose puer: tibi lilia plenis 
ecce ferunt Nymphae calathis; tibi candida Nais, 
pallentis violas et summa papavera carpens, 
narcissum et florem iungit bene olentis anethi; 
tum casia atque aliis intexens suavibus herbis, 
mollia luteola pingit vaccinia calta. 
Ipse ego cana legam tenera lanugine mala, 
castaneasque nuces, mea quas Amaryllis amabat; 
addam cerea pruna: honos erit huic quoque pomo; 
et vos, O lauri, carpam, et te, proxima myrte, 
sic positae quoniam suavis miscetis odores. 
Ecl. 2.45-55 
 
“Come here, O lovely boy! Look, the Nymphs are bringing lilies in full baskets for you; 
for you fair Naiad, plucking pale violets and the tallest poppies, is joining narcissus and 
the flower of fragrant dill with them; then, weaving marjoram in and other sweet herbs, 
she sets off the delicate hyacinth with the golden marigold. My own hands will gather 
quinces, pale with tender down, and chestnuts, which my Amaryllis loved. I will add 
waxy plums– this fruit, too, shall have its honor. You, O laurels, I will pluck, and you, 
nearby myrtle, since so placed you mix sweet odors.”26 
 
24 Purcell (1987) explores the literary dichotomy between town and country in the development of the Roman villa. 
 
25 Leach 1974, 20. 
 






Even within the idealized “Golden Age” setting of bucolic poetry, the heterotopic nature of 
gardens asserts itself, with spatial and temporal ambiguity allowing for a temporary suspension 
of reality. Indeed, Fredrick Jones goes so far as to suggest that Virgil’s composition of the 
Eclogues replicates on a literary level the production of grand public gardens in Rome. While the 
city had long allotted public land for green space—most notably in the Campus Martius27—
public pleasure gardens on a large scale only emerged in the Late Republic. Upon their return to 
Rome, victorious generals set up monumental garden spaces which they ornamented with their 
war booty, outfitted with complex architectural structures and water features, and filled with 
imported vegetation and works of art.28 Some of the most famous Roman pleasure gardens of the 
Late Republican and Early Imperial period include the gardens of Pompey in the Campus 
Martius, Maecenas’ Campus Esquilinus, the Horti Sallustiani, the Horti Luculliani, and the 
Gardens of Caesar.29 Jones has, in fact, argued that Virgil’s Arcadia consciously mimics the 
large public parks in Rome.30 This intriguing parallel highlights the many ways in which Roman 
poets, artists, and viewers explored the contrast between urban and rural spaces, especially in the 
idealized landscapes of pastoral. 
 
 
27 Livy writes that the land known as the Campus Martius had been seized by the tyrannous Etruscan king 
Tarquinius Superbus, and following his defeat, the land was dedicated to Mars and used as a gathering space for 
Roman citizens. History, II, 5.2 diripienda plebi sunt data, ut contacta regia praeda spem in perpetuum cum iis pacis 
amitteret. ager Tarquiniorum qui inter urbem ac Tiberim fuit, consecratus Marti, Martius deinde campus fuit (“it was 
given as plunder to the plebs, that their share in this spoliation might destroy forever any prospect of peaceable 
relations with the Tarquins. The land of the Tarquins, which lay between the City and the Tiber, was henceforth 
sacred to Mars and known as the Campus Martius”); IV, 22.7 eo anno C. Furius Paculus et M. Geganius Macerinus 
censores uillam publicam in campo Martio probauerunt, ibique primum census populi est actus. (“In that year the 
censors C. Furius Pacilus and M. Geganius Macerinus passed the government building on the Campus Martius, and 
the census of the people was made there for the first time.”) 
 
28 Marzano 2014, 229-231. Zarmakoupi 2014, 111-112. 
 
29 Jones 2011, 139. 
 





III. Garden Spaces within the Domus 
Although the literary trope of idealizing pastoral country life with its vivid descriptions of 
the natural environment frequently occurs in contrast with accounts of urban environments, 
garden space featured prominently in the layout of the Roman domus or town house. In the city 
of Pompeii, approximately 450 garden areas have been identified,31 attesting their widespread 
presence within urban domestic spaces. Despite the spatial restrictions urban dwellings faced, the 
hortus appears to have functioned as one of the three main elements of an early “Italic house,” in 
conjunction with the atrium and tablinum.32 With the introduction of the peristyle garden, the 
layout of Roman domestic architecture shifted, with the garden now ideally surrounded by four 
covered walkways. Although the peristyle was adopted from Greek architecture, Greek gardens 
did not utilize the colonnade as a means of containing garden space, making the peristyle garden 
form a Roman invention.33 In addition, Zarmakoupi notes that while gardens do appear in 
domestic Greek architecture, they did not display the “playfulness of Roman gardens, with their 
pleasure fountains and ornamental greenery.”34 The peristyle plan, which is found throughout 
Pompeii, likely became popular due to its effect of opening the space, allowing both light and 
fresh air to circulate more freely. Vitruvius describes the appeal of these garden spaces: “the air 
from greenery is rarefied and removes the thick humor from the eyes, thus improving vision, as 
well as removing other humors from the body.”35 In addition to perceived health benefits, 
 
31 Jashemski 1979, 25. The archaeological study of Roman gardens was popularized in large part by the 
groundbreaking scholarship of Wilhelmina Jashemski. 
 
32 Farrar 1998, 17. 
 
33 Zarmakoupi 2010, 621-622; Zarmakoupi 2014, see chapter 4. 
 
34 Zarmakoupi 2014, 111. 
 
35 Vitruvius, De Arch, V, 9, 5. Media vero spatia, quae erunt subdiu inter porticus, adornanda viridibus videntur, 





Vitruvius mentions that these areas of the house could be viewed by visitors,36 activating the 
space as one of conspicuous consumption and for displays of wealth. When victorious Roman 
generals brought the spoils of their military campaigns back to Rome, the first examples were 
displayed in porticoes, such as the Porticus of Pompey.37 This forged an association between two 
types of otia—strolling and the viewing of art—that we see manifest in domestic architecture.38 
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill has argued that this conspicuous display of luxury was made palatable 
to Roman ideas of virtue and decorum by the medium of wall painting.39 Through the use of 
illusionistic techniques, otherwise boastful displays of wealth became playful allusions to 
luxury.40 Thus, the significance of gardens in Roman society continued to expand, with the 
possession and embellishment of garden spaces becoming a symbol of status for elite Roman 
homeowners. In addition to the development of the peristyle garden, other horticultural elements 
were incorporated into domestic spaces, such as the construction of small interior gardens 
(viridaria) and in fewer instances, immersive painted garden rooms like the underground room in 
the Villa of Livia at Prima Porta.41 We also see the development of garden spaces built with 
 
extenuatus aer propter motionem corporis influens perlimat speciem et ita auferens ex oculis umorem crassum, 
aciem tenuem et acutam speciem relinquit; praeterea, cum corpus motionibus in ambulatione calescat, umores ex 
membris aer exsugendo inminuit plenitates extenuatque dissipando quod plus inest quam corpus potest sustinere. 
 
36 Vitruvius, De Arch, VI, 5, 1. communia autem sunt, quibus etiam invocati suo iure de populo possunt venire, id 
est vestibula, cava aedium, peristylia, quaeque eundem habere possunt usum. 
 
37 Zarmakoupi 2014, 111-112. 
 
38 Young 2015, 96-97. 
 
39 Wallace-Hadrill, 1994, 25. 
 
40 Zanker 1998, 199-200; Stewart 2003, 49; Jones 2011, 130-1. 
 
41 Farrar 1998, 19. Perhaps the most famous example of an interior painted garden, the underground room of the 
Villa ad Gallinas Albas at Prima Porta features an immersive, lushly vivid painted garden (Figures 1-2). Dated to c. 
20 BCE, some scholars have identified this villa as belonging to Livia, the wife of Augustus. Notably, the garden 






complex arrangements of architecture and water features, like the summer triclinium-
nymphaeum complex at the House of the Golden Bracelet. These spaces seem designed to play 
with the boundaries between interior and exterior, and between art and nature, with their 
elaborate fountain systems, rows of topiary, and the adjacent painted garden rooms. 
 
Painted Gardens 
Surviving examples of Roman frescoes indicate the popularity of landscape scenes as a 
genre of wall painting by the first century BCE.42 Frequently these landscape scenes imitate a 
garden environment, though great variety exists in terms of both scale and decorative mode. For 
instance, garden paintings appear in the form of small vignettes, like the miniature painted 
garden from the Villa Imperiale at Pompeii (Figure 3), as well as framed in painted pinakes, such 
as the so-called “villascapes” of the House of Lucretius Fronto (V.4a.11) (Figure 4).43 On a 
larger scale, some garden paintings are immersive, covering the majority or even the entirety of a 
wall’s decorative scheme. Sometimes these paintings decorate open spaces with a garden 
function, such as garden walls, peristyle walls, and the walls of viridaria.44 Indeed, Bergmann 
notes that the most popular subject for paintings in gardens is the garden itself.45 Large scale 
garden paintings also occur in interior rooms without a garden function, as is the case of the 
garden room at the villa at Prima Porta, where all four walls are covered with images of 
fantastically diverse plants. Together with the room’s subterranean location, this frescoed 
 
42 Bergmann 2017, 278. 
 
43 Bergmann 2017, 279; 284. 
 
44 Viridaria with garden paintings are very common in Villa A, Oplontis. Bergmann 2002, 2017; Clarke 2018. 
 
45 Bergmann 2017, 278. Two examples of this painted garden type will be examined in detail as case studies: the 






landscape contributed to the viewer’s experience of being surrounded by a garden. As is 
characteristic of other garden paintings, the design for the lower part of the wall in the Prima 
Porta garden room emphasizes the bounded nature of the garden, with the ubiquitous yellow 
latticed fencing creating distance between the viewer and the lush wildness of the garden.46 Two 
small rooms from the House of the Fruit Orchard (I.9.5), which we will return to later, also take 
this form. In garden paintings of all types of spaces, the wall scheme is characterized by the 
inclusion of diverse plants and birds, with latticed fencing and marble walls frequently appearing 
in the foreground, creating an illusion of depth as well as a sense of boundary. These painted 
gardens frequently contain sculptural elements, such as marble fountains, planters and urns, 
decorative hanging oscilla, and pinakes mounted on pillars or attached to low garden walls.47 
Egyptianizing motifs (including Nilotic paintings and mosaics, sphinxes or Pharaonizing 
statuary, and references to the worship of Isis) are particularly common, and they appear 
alongside subjects of Greco-Roman religion such as herms and sculpted deities. In order to 
further analyze these painted representations of statuary in garden scenes, it is necessary to 
consider the broader phenomenon of painted depictions of sculpture in Roman wall painting. 
 
IV. Painted Depictions of Statuary 
Sculpture48 was ubiquitous in the ancient Roman world, found in nearly every realm of 
public and private life, from monumental public displays of extensive sculptural programs, to 
 
46 Spencer 2010, 155-161; Kellum 1994, 219-221; Kuttner 1999. 
 
47 Farrar 1998, 204-205. 
 
48 Within this study, I use the terms ‘statuary’ and ‘sculpture’ without great distinction, keeping in mind that 
‘sculpture’ encompasses a broader category of the plastic arts than ‘statue,’ which is generally restricted to figural or 
animal forms. However, in order to avoid confusion with the phenomenon of polychromy in Roman sculpture, I 
utilize the phrase ‘painted statuary’ broadly in reference to the inclusion of representations of sculpture in wall 






lares and penates, the small figurines found in household shrines. It is then no surprise that 
representations of statuary are found frequently in other media of Roman art, including coins, 
mosaics, and—most importantly for this study—wall paintings.49 Although wall painting had 
precedents in Greek and Near Eastern artistic traditions, the Romans broke new ground in the 
history of ancient art with their development of extensive decorative wall schemes, richly 
colored with complex, often illusionistic ornamentation.50 Frequently included in these elaborate 
wall schemes were representations of real objects, such as marble blocks, incense burners, 
garlands, theater masks, and other material items of daily life, in addition to representations of 
living people, animals, and plants. Statuary was a particularly common topos inserted into these 
elaborate wall schemes, and a variety of forms are found, including architectural features such as 
acroteria and caryatids, statues mounted on pedestals, consoles, or within niches, and free-
standing forms like herms.51  
Recent scholarship has paid particular attention to the extent to which these depictions of 
statues serve as accurate portrayals of their sculptural forms. While Roman wall painting may be 
said to have “a highly imitative character,”52 as evidenced by the inclusion of representations of 
real objects, such as the types described above, the inherent two dimensionality of wall painting, 
despite any attempts at illusionism, ultimately complicates any arguments for a “one-to-one” 
comparison.53 The most comprehensive source for analyzing representations of statuary in 
 
49 Moormann 2015, 638; Stewart 2003, 35-41. 
 
50 Ling 1991, 1. 
 
51 Moormann 1988, 9-10; Moormann 2008, 198. 
 
52 Moormann 2008, 198. 
 
53 Moormann’s doctoral dissertation, La pittura, (1986) was criticized for such comparisons. See E. Bartman’s 





Roman wall painting is Eric Moormann’s La pittura parietale romana come fonte di conoscenza 
per la scultura antica, published in 1988, the first survey of representations of statuary in Roman 
wall painting, which includes an extensive catalog of more than 350 painted representations of 
statuary.54 Particularly useful are Moormann’s criteria for identifying statues in Roman wall 
painting:55 
1) Figures that are set and function within architectural structures like acroteria (statues 
or ornaments placed at the apex and the ends of pediments) and caryatids (draped 
female figures substituted for columns); 
2) Figures that are mounted on pedestals and consoles 
3) Figures that are statuesque sui generis, e.g., herms 
4) Figures that are obviously or probably reproductions from well-known types 
5) Figures’ color, polychromy, whiteness, and imitation of material 
6) Statues that are inserted into figurative scenes (mythological scenes, landscapes, 
gardens). 
 
One important result of Moormann’s analysis of statuary within a stylistic chronology is 
the observation that these depictions conform to the style’s formal program of the wall. For 
instance, in Second Style wall schemes of illusionistic architecture, the statues share this 
illusionism and appear three dimensional, while in the Third depictions of statuary appear flat, in 
accordance with the style’s reduction of depth and volume in reference to a closed wall plane. To 
Moormann, this indicates that painted representations of statuary were shaped by the stylistic and 
technical conventions of Roman wall painting, rather than strictly conforming to the conventions 
of sculpture.56 Additionally, Moormann’s catalog highlights the limited types of statuary 
 
environment, representations of sculpture in wall painting differ in that the viewer is only able to see one side of the 
statue. 
 
54 Bartman 1990, 702; Ling 1989, 419. 
 
55 Moormann 1988, 9-10; Allroggen-Bedel 1999, 368; Moormann 2008, 198-199. 
 





represented in wall paintings, in comparison to the vast repertoire of forms found in Roman 
sculpture. 
Within the realm of garden paintings, the limited types of statuary in wall painting 
compared to “true” sculpture is illustrated through a comparison of Moormann’s catalog with 
Linda Farrar’s survey of the range and frequency of garden sculpture.57 Farrar’s study points to 
the popularity of herms, pinakes, and oscilla as actual types of garden sculpture that also occur 
frequently in painted depictions of statuary in imaginary, painted gardens. There are, however, a 
large variety of sculpted figures that Farrar identifies as commonly found in secure garden 
contexts that are absent from both Moormann’s catalog and from extant garden paintings. These 
include sculptural representations of Apollo, Diana, Silenus, Ephebes, Muses, Cupids, Maenads, 
young children, and animals.58 This particular discrepancy may be due to the limits of 
Moormann’s survey, which largely excluded subjects painted to resemble sculpture in relief, as 
with stilopinakia. As we will later see with the House of the Golden Bracelet, figures like 
maenads do appear featured in panel paintings mounted on pinakes, or on stilopinakia. Also 
notable is the small number of actual marble urns found in Roman gardens surveyed by Farrar: in 
Roman wall paintings depicting gardens, marble urns are among the most commonly represented 
sculptural motifs that adorn these fictional spaces. While Moormann may claim that unlike 
interior wall schemes, which presented a canvas open to the imagination of the painter, garden 
scenes mirror the painter’s reality of familiar domestic gardens, 59 it is clear by comparing these 
 
57 Farrar 1998, 204-205. 
 
58 Farrar 1998, 106-129. 
 
59 “To the painter, statues are a compositional item only, not a primary subject. This is true for the depictions of 
architecture as well; these do not reflect any building in the real world but allude to a desire for shaping a fictional 
world…. The garden paintings, on the other hand, reflect the common practice of domestic gardens—painters saw 
plants combined with statues in every house and enlarged and enriched such a setting by depicting the same 





two catalogs that the statuary found in painted gardens does not have a direct correspondence to 
“true” three-dimensional statuary found in actual everyday garden spaces.  
Although it is true that representations of sculpture lack the “essence of real sculpture,”—
a demand of space, tangibility, and materiality—painting statuary in wall painting allowed for 
greater artistic freedom. 60 While sculptors faced limitations in scope, material, and stability, 
painters were free from such obstacles, and the lack of a need to account for nature’s laws of 
gravity, as seen for example in painted depictions of illusionistic architecture, allowed artists to 
render freer, at times more lifelike, images than that of the “real” statue form. Frequently this 
artistic freedom results in an ambiguous representation, and the viewer is unsure whether the 
painted figure represents a god, a human, or a statue: “the painted figure looks alive, the painted 
person statuesque. Whether the representation is a statue or of a living figure remains 
uncertain.”61  Artists playfully engaged with this ambiguity, incorporating distinct figural styles, 
and combining statue bases and the monochrome white appearance of marble with lifelike 
figures. The ambiguity of a figure’s identity as divine, statuary, or human contributes to the 
garden’s sense of sanctity, while also placing the space outside the boundaries of normal daily 
life. As we will explore in a later case study, the peristyle garden of the House of the Marine 
Venus (III.3.3) exemplifies this ambiguity well, featuring life-size painted representations of 
both divine and statuary figures. In his study of the garden in Virgil’s Eclogues, Frederick Jones 
notes that in “the interplay of different levels of reality and representation implied in garden 
statuary… statues in the garden [and those represented in painting] create a scene in which the 
 
60 Moormann 2015, 638. 
 
61 Allroggen-Bedel 1999, 359. “…die gemalte Person statuarisch, ob es sich um eine Statue oder eine lebendige 





garden-ambulant is an actor.”62 Within these painted garden rooms, the visitor is overwhelmed 
by spatial and temporal juxtapositions, creating an ‘other’ space outside the everyday. 
 
Viewing Statues 
One question that continues to be debated is how the inclusion of statuary in painted wall 
schemes contributed to the experience of the Roman viewer. According to Peter Stewart, the 
images of statues in wall paintings mostly convey a religious meaning, noting that painted 
statuary figures frequently represent deities or “figures like maenads that broadly speaking 
inhabit the same realm.”63 Especially common in both imaginary and real gardens are pinakes 
and stilopinakia, marble relief pictures mounted on colonettes, that were believed to ward off 
evil spirits.64 These sculpted objects seem particularly well suited for the liminal, sacred space of 
the garden. Thus, paired with the frequent appearance of motifs with cultic associations, such as 
masks, torches, and garlands, Stewart argues that images of statues play a role in “creating an 
atmosphere of religiosity in interior decorations.”65 Although Stewart notes the frequency of 
religious and mythological themes in panel decorations, the focus of his analysis surrounds a 
series of illusionistic representations of figures he argues clearly depict religious statues that 
could function as cult images. While recognizing the ambiguous nature of identifying such 
images, Stewart argues that the illusionism of the wall scheme suggests the active involvement 
of the viewer. In this example, and when considering other sculptural representations in wall 
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painting, a figure is identified as a cult statue “not only by its own iconography, not just on 
formal grounds, but by being embedded in rituals and exchanges that notionally involve the 
viewer.”66 
 
Polychromy and Whiteness 
While the presence of marble statuary amidst lush vegetation indicates human 
intervention on the natural world, the conscious use of white pigment suggests weathering and 
the passage of time, through the evocation of gleaming white marble without its customary 
polychromatic painted decoration. Although scholars debate the nature of and extent to which 
ancient marble statuary was painted (reproductions have varying degrees of vividness, 
pigmentation, polychromy, and surface effect), Roman statuary was polychrome, and this is 
generally represented by their painted parallels in fresco.67 However, while painted 
representations of statuary in garden rooms use white as their primary pigment, representations 
of statuary in the wall paintings of other domestic spaces are depicted as being either gold-
colored or polychrome. In comparing the representations of statuary in garden scenes to painted 
statuary from other contexts, it becomes clear that the one distinction may be found in their 
largely monochrome appearance. Why might this be the case? Farrar argues pragmatically that 
“the contrasting color and texture of the green foliage would act as a perfect foil against which 
the white marble or stonework would be shown to advantage.”68 While the combination of these 
 
66 Stewart 2003, 218-219. 
 
67 Barry (2011) provides a critical overview of recent studies of polychromy in ancient sculpture. Notably, Barry 
argues that recent attempts to overturn neoclassical assumptions regarding the whiteness of classical statuary 
frequently fail to acknowledge that in antiquity two distinct kinds of white existed: “one relative, the absence of 
color; the other absolute, the expression of light” (31-32). 
 






colors does produce a striking visual contrast, this conclusion seems overly simplistic 
considering the complex visual programs articulated by the architectural and decorative schemes 
of the Roman domus. Similarly pragmatic, Moormann argues that unlike the imaginative 
architectural schemes, garden painting reflects the common practices seen in real horti: “painters 
saw plants combined with statues in every house and enlarged and enriched the setting by 
depicting the same elements.”69 Yet as we have seen, statuary found in painted gardens does not 
have a direct correspondence to ‘true’ three-dimensional statuary found in Roman gardens.  
An overview of garden statuary—including sculptures recovered from garden contexts 
and their painted parallels—reveals the great variety in sculptural subject, form, and style, 
frequently coexisting in a single room or at times within a single wall scheme. Indeed, the 
inclusion of statuary elements within garden paintings does have the capacity to heterotopically 
reinforce spatial and temporal juxtapositions through mixing sculptural subjects of diverse 
origins and styles. Likewise, the conscious use of white pigment as a means of depicting statuary 
in garden rooms—a phenomenon rarely occurring in other interior spaces—suggests the white 
color is in some way significant. In the same way as the ever-present boundary of the lattice 
fencing, the white, monochrome nature of painted depictions of garden statuary emphasizes the 
tension between human and natural control of the environment, with the wear of the elements 
removing the human application of pigment. White statues set amidst a lush landscape creates 
ambiguity in time for the viewer: the gleaming white statues lack a fresh coat of paint, 
suggesting their prolonged existence in the garden and alluding to their dedication and 
construction in some distance unknown past. In her study of landscape panels, Zarmakoupi 
examines the visual effect of monochromy, arguing that it was employed by artists “in order to 
 





create a distance between the viewer and the represented landscapes.”70 Furthermore, in his study 
of whiteness and polychromy in ancient sculpture, Fabio Barry argues that in religious sculpture 
and architecture, “brilliant white was neither a color nor the absence of color, but a condition of 
embodied radiance with supernatural referents.”71 The monochrome nature of the depictions of 
statuary alludes to the passage of time, contributing to the ephemerality of the garden space, as 
well as to a sense of the divine in these statuary elements, creating an aura of the sacred that 
overpowers human intervention. 
 
V. Case Studies 
In the following case studies of Pompeian garden paintings, I apply Moormann’s 
methodology for identifying painted representations of statuary. From there, I analyze their form, 
color, and placement within the wall scheme, with the aim of understanding how these statuary 
elements contributed to the experience of the viewer within these artificially constructed natural 
environments. I then return to Foucault’s concept of the garden as heterotopia, applying his 
framework to each set of gardens paintings, discussing how each ensemble contributed to the 
heterotopic nature of the garden space, with particular attention to the role of statues in 
enhancing liminality and shaping the built space, both physically and conceptually. 
 
 
House of the Golden Bracelet 
 Located in Regio VI in Pompeii, the House of the Golden Bracelet (VI.17.42, also known 
as the House of the Wedding of Alexander) contains a set of lavishly painted garden rooms, 
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which appear to have been replaced just after the earthquake of 62 CE.72 Centered around a 
summer triclinium-nymphaeum complex, the frescoes of two adjacent rooms depict elaborate 
garden scenes (Figure 5-11). Oecus 32, which is located to the left of the summer triclinium, 
contains garden paintings on three walls with the fourth wall left open to a large garden. The wall 
scheme is divided into four horizontal sections, with a black dado and architrave framing the 
garden scene (Figure 6). Above the dado appears the ever-present latticed fence, delineating the 
lush garden scene above, which is populated by diverse types of plants and birds.73 Like the 
garden room at Prima Porta, the paintings in the two rooms juxtapose vegetation from different 
regions, climates, and seasons, and the sheer number of species is remarkable. The date palm, 
strawberry tree, laurel, poppy, oleander, viburnum, periwinkles, plane, ivy, violet, bindweed, 
roses, pine, Solomon’s seal, violets, and calendula all appear in the garden paintings of the 
House of the Golden Bracelet.74 
Within these garden scenes, elements of garden statuary are inserted, with the north and 
south walls sharing a reflected, symmetrical pattern of sculptures. The center of the garden 
scenes features a white marble fountain, framed on each side by a white marble herm, each 
serving as a base for a rectangular, white pinax featuring subjects in relief (Figures 8, 9, 10, and 
11). While both walls share a similar scheme, the individual sculptural elements vary slightly, 
with each herm reflecting a different subject; the herms on the north wall take the form of a 
young girl wearing a popular Julio-Claudian hairstyle and a bearded satyr (Figures 9 and 10).75 
 
72 Bergmann 2017, 291. 
 
73 Bergmann (2017, 292) identifies a nightingale, rook, pigeon, jay, water tail, oriole, thrush, blackbird, and 
partridge, a testament not only to the range of species depicted, but also to the level of detail the artist dedicated to 
individualizing each element of the composition, no matter how minor. 
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Similarly, while each of the white pinakes depicts a semi-nude, reclining female figure—which 
Bergmann identifies as maenads76—all three of the preserved pinakes depict their subjects in 
slightly different ways, adding to the complexity and dynamic nature of these paintings. The east 
wall does not contain any standing painted depictions of statuary, rather two white marble oscilla 
hang from the architrave, each in the form of round portraits (Figure 7). 
 The second room from the House of the Golden Bracelet containing garden paintings is 
the summer triclinium itself, which like oecus 32, is elaborately painted on three walls, with the 
fourth wall open to the garden space. Unlike oecus 32, the summer triclinium wall scheme 
presents itself as an interior space with yellow latticing framing garden scenes, as if looking out 
windows into a lush exterior garden. Again, this boundary reinforces the viewer’s distance from 
the natural environment, despite the immersive effect of the garden paintings themselves. Within 
these framed garden scenes, painted depictions of statuary appear on the north and south walls, 
and an Egyptianizing theme is present in the sculpture. On the north wall a round marble 
fountain is flanked by two abbreviated, statues in the form of Egyptianizing pharaonic figures.77 
A round, white oscilla, similar in form to those in oecus 32, hangs above the standing statuary. 
Reflected on the south wall is a similar scheme, with two white statues of sphinxes (Figure 13) 
flanking the center piece of this sculptural ensemble, a white marble column holding a 
rectangular white pinax, with a white circular oscilla hanging above it (Figure 12). Notably, the 
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illusionism extends beyond the medium of painting to mosaic, and a vault in the center of 
summer triclinium features mosaic decoration simulating a trellis of roses.78 
 In oecus 32, Egyptianizing elements appear within the sculptural program, among the 
more traditional oscilla and pinakes. Although Egyptian imagery was thoroughly integrated into 
Roman visual culture by the late first century BCE, with Egyptianizing elements being especially 
common in Third Style wall painting, Caitlín Barrett argues that both Egyptian and Bacchic 
imagery “evoked liminal spaces at the edge of (idealized conceptions of) civilized Roman 
society.”79 Barrett notes that Roman visual culture often combined Bacchic and Egyptian 
iconography, and this imagery is frequently found in both religious spaces and gardens.80 
 Considering the visual program of the triclinium-nymphaeum complex in its entirety, we find 
this blend of Egyptianizing and Bacchic imagery in the sphinxes and Pharaonizing statues, 
Bacchic masks, and the maenads pictured on the mounted pinakes.  
 
 
House of the Fruit Orchard 
 Painted in the early to mid-first century CE on the Via dell’Abbondanza in Pompeii, the 
House of the Fruit Orchard (I.9.5) contains two small interior rooms containing immersive 
garden paintings, one off the atrium and the other off the central peristyle.81 In Room b (Figures 
14, 15, and 16), the wall scheme is divided into four horizontal sections: a black dado with 
plants, which rises into a latticed yellow fence. Beyond this boundary are thin white columns 
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creating a tripartite division of lush garden scenes, each featuring a different painted 
representation of white garden statuary. Above this sits a thin architrave, which serves as a ledge 
for pinakes, marble vases, and the occasional bird. Using Moormann’s methodology for 
identifying painted depictions of statuary, it is possible to identify a number of statuary elements. 
The center of the tripartite wall scheme of all four walls of the room features a different painted 
pinax, supported by a simple white base. In contrast to the pinakes observed in the House of the 
Golden Bracelet, the scenes featured in the pinakes are polychrome, perhaps suggesting they are 
meant to represent mounted panel paintings, rather than pinakes in relief, or stilopinakia.82 The 
subjects of these scenes alternate between Greco-Roman and Egyptianizing themes: while the 
pinakes within the central panels depict variations of Bacchic figures, the pinakes mounted in the 
upper wall scheme feature Egyptianizing subjects, such including an Apis bull on the west wall 
(Figures 14, 15, and 16). On the left and right sections of the tripartite wall division appear 
representations of Pharaonizing statuary resting on low bases face the pinax. Just as the variation 
exhibited by the scenes in the pinakes, the poses of the pharaonic statues are not uniform, with 
the figures on the south wall standing, and those on the east and west walls taking a seated 
position (Figures 15, 16 and 18). The statuary elements resting on the thin architrave also vary, 
with an alternation of pinakes and white marble urns (Figure 17). 
 The second small cubiculum in the House of the Fruit Orchard, commonly known as the 
“Black Room,” dates to approximately 40-50 CE.83 Unlike the blue backgrounds that 
characterized the garden rooms at the Villa of Livia, the House of the Golden Bracelet, and the 
first room in the House of the Fruit Orchard, the walls of this cubiculum are black. Eleanor 
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Leach suggests the difference in primary background color may have been intended to represent 
a garden in two distinct times: the blue background indicating a garden during the light of day, 
and the black background suggesting a garden at nighttime.84 The wall scheme is divided 
horizontally into three sections, with a black dado with a geometric design. Above this section 
appears the ubiquitous latticed fencing interspersed with painted depictions of statuary, though in 
this wall scheme the fence itself does not delineate the wall scheme into three sections, rather a 
solid white border emphasizes the different sections of the wall, and it is possible this border is 
meant to represent a low wall. Resting on this wall are thin white columns, creating a tripartite 
vertical division in the wall scheme. Between these columns, lush green plants contrast with the 
black background, with each wall presenting a symmetrical display organized around a central 
tree. Each wall features a different species, with a lemon tree on the south wall, a plum tree on 
the north wall, and a fig tree, oleander, and strawberry trees (Arbutus unedo)85 appearing on the 
east wall.86 While the upper and lower sections of the wall scheme are free of representations of 
statuary, the middle zone features white, marble, urn-shaped fountains framed by rose bushes 
(Figures 19 and 21). On the east wall, the latticed fence forms a recessed niche housing a white 
marble basin, on which rests a golden urceus, associated with the worship of the goddess Isis 
 
84 Leach 2004, 126-127. 
 
85 Pliny the Elder distinguishes between the ground-strawberry and the strawberry tree (NH, XV, 28): aliud corpus et 
terrestribus fragis, aliud congeneri eorum unedoni, quod solum pomum simul e frutice terraeque gignitur. arbor ipsa 
fruticosa. fructus anno maturescit, pariterque floret subnascens et prior coquitur… pomum inhonorum, ut cui nomen 
ex argumento sit unum tantum edendi… et apud nos alio nomine arbutus vocatur. (The flesh of the ground-
strawberry is very different to that of the arbute-tree, which is of a kindred kind: indeed, this is the only instance in 
which we find a similar fruit growing upon a tree and on the ground. The tree is tufted and bushy; the fruit takes a 
year to ripen, the blossoms of the young fruit flowering while that of the preceding year is arriving at maturity. This 
is a fruit held in no esteem, in proof of which it has gained its name of "unedo," people being generally content with 
eating but one. It has also with us another name besides that of "unedo," being known also as the "arbutus.") 
 






(Figure 19).87 Notably, the illusion of the imaginary garden continues onto the painted ceiling, 
which features a painted canopy of grape vines, entangled with Bacchic masks and other 
accoutrements (Figure 20).88 With these rooms, we again see the combination of Egyptianizing 
and Bacchic imagery, this time with the hanging Bacchic masks and the pharaoh sculptures of 
Room b, and the urceus of Isis of Room c. 
 
House of the Marine Venus  
For our final case study, I turn to the peristyle garden in the House of the Marine Venus 
(III.3.3), also known as the House of Venus in the Shell, located in Pompeii. The south wall of 
the peristyle is divided horizontally into two zones, with the bottom zone painted as the familiar, 
yellow latticed fencing (Figures 22 and 23). Above the zone, the wall scheme has a vertical 
tripartite division framed by a yellow border, with garden scenes set in a blue background set 
within this frame. The center zone contains the famous painting of a larger than life size Venus 
sitting in a shell, tended to by two cupids (Figure 24). Strikingly, none of these three figures 
conform to Moormann’s criteria for identifying painted representations of statuary, and their 
form is ambiguous. To the right of Venus, framed within the yellow border, and surrounded by 
lush greenery, is a white marble fountain (Figure 25). The fountain appears in front of the 
latticed fence, and the lack of the traditionally distinct dado creates the illusion that the fountain 
is resting on the ground, like the viewer. To the left of Venus, occupying both horizontal zones 
of the wall scheme, appears a white sculpture of Mars, resting on a statue base (Figure 26). 
While the statue appears largely monochrome, slight traces of red pigment do appear, accenting 
his helmet, cape, and shield.  
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The garden paintings of this space seem most notable for their embodiment of the 
phenomenon of ambiguous representation, where the viewer is unsure whether the painted figure 
represents a human being, a divinity, or a statue. The peristyle garden of the House of the Marine 
Venus exemplifies this well, featuring life-size painted representations of Divine Venus and 
Mars as a statue. Their pairing is especially common in Pompeian wall paintings—with eleven 
known examples from Pompeii from tablina alone89—which is not surprising due to their elite 
status as Mother and Father of Rome. Amadeo Maiuri cites Venus as the most popular subject in 
Pompeiian wall paintings,90 and the goddess appears as an actor in mythological panel scenes, 
but also in more ambiguous paintings like the one we see here. In this painting, the identity of 
Venus is blurred, and her lively depiction highlights a tension between definite categories such 
as statue vs. human and mortal vs. divine. Far from an idealized beauty of classical art, 
representations of Venus often display “the somewhat provincial cast of face and attitude of 
some comely woman of Campania,” though she also appears elsewhere as an austerely divine 
goddess.91 The unstable nature of Venus’ identity, which allowed her to blur immoral and mortal 
features and evoke a variety of meanings, functioned as a deliberate representational device that 
emphasized the “potential mutability” of appearance.92 In this regard, Venus makes a perfect 
subject for Foucault’s heterotopic garden, with the comingling of divine, human, and statuary 
figures creating ambiguity and spatial juxtaposition. 
 
 
89 Swetnam-Burland 2018, 166-174. Venus’ role as patron goddess of Pompeii may help explain her popularity as 
the subject in the city’s wall paintings to a degree. 
 
90 Maiuri 1953, 77: “Venus is in fact their most favored subject.” 
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The garden presented the Roman visitor with a physical and mental space in which to 
explore the boundaries between the human and natural world, revealing its ambivalence and 
liminality through a series of juxtapositions. As an ambiguous space, lacking certainty in space 
and time through a combination of unnaturally occurring architectural, vegetal, aquatic, and 
statuary elements, the garden explores the relationship between nature and artifice. In these 
immersive garden rooms, the painted decoration enhances the built space: the architecture serves 
as a frame for vegetation, further “confounding” the boundary between interior and exterior 
space.93 Garden paintings represent ideal gardens which combine plants, animals, and subjects 
that would not occur in reality, creating temporal and spatial paradoxes that disorient and 
temporarily transport the viewer away from the activities of daily life. Likewise, the decorative 
programs of painted garden spaces create temporal and spatial paradoxes through a series of 
juxtapositions that extend to the painted decoration itself, created through the conscious use of 
color and illusionary devices. In these garden paintings, we see consciously artificial elements 
juxtaposed with the naturalistic, with artists varying in the credibility of their illusion, reflecting 
a self-awareness of artistic style and technique.94 
In this essay, I have explored the liminal space of Roman gardens, focusing on how their 
painted decoration and specifically their statuary elements contribute to the production and 
experience of garden space. I have explored the central paradox of gardens, which Foucault 
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alludes to but does not develop: that the nature of gardens as heterotopia allow these spaces to 
intensify and dramatize a sense of “spatial ambiguity and ambivalence.”95 Roman garden 
paintings enhance this quality, creating an additional level of representation in which to highlight 
spatial and temporal juxtapositions. With the addition of statuary elements into the landscape of 
garden paintings, the liminality of garden spaces is evoked yet again through reinforcing the 
collapse of temporal and spatial reality. This is accomplished not only by statuary subject and 
style, but, as we have seen, by color or the absence of color. The monochrome nature of the 
depictions of statuary alludes to the passage of time, contributing to the ephemerality of the 
garden space, as well as to a sense of the divine in these statuary elements, while enhancing the 
effect of ambiguity in time.96 The inclusion of statuary in Roman garden paintings enhances the 
feeling of a loecus amoenus, an idealized, sacred space free from the concerns of time and space. 
Garden paintings transport the viewer to an idealized, fictive, supernatural realm, where reality is 
suspended, and animals, plants, and deities co-exist in in surreal ways, creating a “sensory oasis” 
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Figure 1: Villa of Livia, Prima Porta, detail of Garden Room fresco (east wall). National Museum 
of Rome. Here we see a spruce tree, flanked by a quince tree to the left and a pomegranate tree to 
the right. Oleander, daisies, ivy, violets, an iris, and ferns have also been identified (Caneva and 
Bohuny 2003; Spencer 2010, 154). 
 
 
















Figure 5: Watercolor rendering of the House of the Golden Bracelet (VI.17.42) by Victoria I., 
demonstrating the layout of triclinium-nymphaeum complex, with the two rooms with garden 
paintings (oecus 31on the left, with the summer triclinium in the center) opening up to the garden. 
 
   
Figure 6: Full view of oecus 32, including tripartite wall scheme. House of the Golden Bracelet, 







Figure 7: East Wall, oecus 32, House of the Golden Bracelet, VI.17.42. 
 
 





   
Figures 9 and 10: Close ups of marble pinakes mounted on herms, on north wall, oecus 32, House 
of the Golden Bracelet, VI.17.42. Naples Museum.  
 
 






Figure 12: Complete view of wall paintings from room 31, the summer triclinium, House of the 




Figure 13: Close up of painted sphinxes set upon yellow latticed fencing; room 31, south wall, 







Figure 14: Room B, south and west walls. House of the Fruit Orchard, I.9.5. Pompeii.  
 
 






Figure 16: Room B, cubiculum, west wall, House of the Fruit Orchard, I.9.5. Pompeii. 
 
    
Figures 17 and 18: Close up painted representations of marble statuary from the west wall of room 
B, House of the Fruit Orchard, I.9.5. Pompeii. Figure 16 depicts a marble urn; Figure 13 depicts 







Figure 19: Close up of urn-shaped fountains and basin with urceus, from east wall of room C, 
House of the Fruit Orchard, I.9.5. Pompeii. 
 
 













Figure 22: View of south peristyle wall, House of the Marine Venus, III.3.3. Pompeii. 
 
 






Figure 24: Close up central panel with nude Venus in her shell, flanked by cupids. South peristyle 
wall, House of the Marine Venus, III.3.3. Pompeii. 
 
 
Figure 25: Close up of marble fountain in front of yellow lattice fencing, south peristyle wall, 







Figure 26: Close up of statue of Mars mounted on a marble pedestal, set in front of the lattice 
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